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Housing Needs in Rural Communities
Abstract
This study explored housing in small rural communities in an attempt to understand the available housing
stock, perceptions of the need for housing, and perceived barriers to housing development. Data were
collected through computer-assisted telephone interviews with key community informants. Interviews
included forced-choice as well as open-ended questions. Housing issues are described through the words of
community leaders with the goal of understanding communities' needs and constraints. Lower cost housing
for both renters and owners and housing options for elderly individuals continue to be areas of need in rural
communities.
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HoUsing 'Needs in Rural 
COmmunities 
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This study explored housing in small rural communities in an attempt to understand the available housing sto.ck. p~r-
ceptions of the need for housing, and perceived barriers to housing development. Data were c~llected through com-
puter-assisted telephone interviews with key. community informants. Interview~ included forced-choice as well as 
open-ended questions. Housing issues are described through the words of community leaders with the goal of. under-
standing communities' needs and constraints. lower cost housing for both renters and owners and housing options for 
elderly individuals continue to be areas of need in rural cpmmunities. 
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Small.rural com~unities in the United States have unique hous-
ing problems that need an increased level of attention (Dol-
beare, 1999; Housing Assistance Council, 2000). These 
problems result from the combined influences of the demo-
graphic characteristics of rural residents and the housing char-
acteristics of rural communities. In comparison with residents 
of metropolitan areas, rural residents typically are older, have 
lower incomes, and are less educated (Glasgow, 2003 ). In addi-
tion to being larger in size, rural housing is more likely to be 
owner occupied, single family, and less cbstly than housin_g in 
. metropolitan communities, and a higher proportion of non-
single-family units are mobile homes (Dolbeare, 1999). 
In recent years, housing conditions in metropolitan areas, long 
characterized as worse than housing conditions in nonmetropoli-
' tan areas, have improved. However, housing quality and afford-' 
ability issues continue to influence rural communities, and 
approximately one fourth of U.S. counties are classified as suffer-
ing from housing stress. A county is characterized· as hqusing 
stressed when 30% of its households experience one or more 
basic housing problems such as cost burden (more than 30% of 
household income de~oted to housing costs), overcrowding 
(more household members than rooms), and incomplete liath-
room and kitchen facilities (Mikesell, 2004) .. The majority of 
counties in which 30%.or more M households suffer from hous-
ing stress are in rural areas (Mikesell, 2004). Housing-stressed 
courities are more common in the southeastern and western 
regions; however, counties in each of the _midwestern states 
included in the study described here met housing stress criteria. 
Hou~ing costs for. both renters and owners are higher in 
metropolitan counties than in nonmetropolitan counties (Hous-
ing Assistance£ouncil, 2000). i-Iousin~ cost burden is the. pri-
mary component of housing stress in nonmetropolitan counties; 
according to Mikesell (2004), fewer than 10% of households 
·are crowded, and only f% lack complete bathrooms or 
kitchens. A contributing factor to ~ousing cost burden among 
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rural households is higher interest rates on mort-
. gages financed in rural areas; for example, in 
2003, the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Eco-
nomic Research Service reported that interest 
rates were three points higher OR average in non-
metropolitan counties than in metropolitan coun-
ties. In addition, average mortgage length is 
somewhat shorter in nonmetropolitan counties, 
which may partially explain larger average 
monthly payments (U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture, Economic Research Service, 2005). 
Differences between rural and urban mort-
gages reftect the difficulty in financing rural prop-
~ erties and the types of hou~ing common in rural 
~reas: For example, 14% of homes in nonmetro-
politan areas are mobile homes, as compared with 
5% in metropolitan areas. Financing for mobile 
-. homes is generally structured with shorter terms 
and higher interest rates than is the case with tra-
ditional detached single-family homes. . 
In the United States during the 1990s, home 
prices rose more rapidly in nonmetropolitan areas 
(43% increase) than in metropolitan areas (19% 
i~crease) (Willis, 2002). Furthermore, housing 
prices ro'se most rapidly in nonmetropolitan are~s 
of the West aiid Midwest, by 57% and 55%, 
respectively (Willis, 2002). Escalating prices make 
it more difficult for renters to move into home-
ownership and for homeowners· to finance home 
improvement and maintenance expenses. 
To thrive, communities need to attract and 
retain residents and to ·provide housing choices 
appropriate for individuals as well as families. 
This study examined housing needs in small rural 
communities located in nonmetropolitan counties 
and assessed perceived barriers to the achieve-
ment of housing development goals. 
METH9DANDPROCEDURE 
This investigation was part of a larger study 
(Local Housing Decisions and Economic Vitality · 
of Rural Communities), supported by a National 
Research Initiative Grant from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture, that analyzed the effect~ of . 
local housing decisions and activities on the vital-
ity of rural communities in nine states in the Mid-
west. That study identified community needs, 
planning strategies, and financing tools influenc-
ing local housing and community development. 
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Communities were selected througha,stratified 
rand~m process based on wh~ther their ~onmetro­
politan counties were classified as being. ~igh or) 
low in terms of "vitality." County vitality }vas calcu-
late~ as an ~de~ of t~ree.ec?nomic ~ari.a~l~: per 
capita eammgs m all, mdustnes, per capita mcome, 
. . , 
and prop<:Jrtion of the population living apove the 
poverty' line (Crull & Cook, 2000). lri: ealstate, 3 
counties within the lowest quartile and 3 ounties 
. within the highest quartile were randoml . selected. 
Then, on the basjs of the 1990 census, co munities 
with populations between 100 and 10,009 were 
identified in the selected nonmetropolitax· couri~ies. 
A random s;unple of 3 communities was elected 
when more than 3 communities in the po ulation · 
ra!lge were available within the selected cpunty; 4 
couhties had only 2 eligible communities,l:and 3 
had 1 eligible community. The final samp e of 134 
•. . I 
communities included 67 from 24-low-vitjllity non-
metropolitan counties and 67 from 24 high-vitality. 
counties. 
~ In each of the 134 rural communities, data were 
collected via telephone interviews conducted with 
up to 12 key respondents, including electttd offi-
cials, government sta~, chamber of commerce 
chairpersons, educators, business persons, service 
providers, real estate professionals, builders, and 
developers involved in housing_. Respondents were 
asked to 'i~dicate the types of housing available in 
their community, whether there were any particular 
types of housing that the community currently 
· needed, and, if there were housing needs, why they 
thought that these needs had not been met. Human 
subject research approval was obtained from the 
institutional review boaq:l of the university from 
which the telephone interviews were conducted. 
Community profiles were developed by aggre-
gating quantitative data from the interviews con-
. ducted with key informants. Factual and behavioral 
information was aggregated through the use of 
modal responses; attitudinal and opinion measures 
were aggregated via mean responses (Krannich & 
Humphrey, 1986). 
·FINDINGS 
The communities were small, with populations 
(based on the 2000 census) ranging from 91 to 
10,038; app~oximately 40% of the communities had 
fewer than 500 inhabitants. Two of the 134 commu-
• . ·"l 
nities.lacked at least one church .. Regardless of vital- have an elementary school.or ·a· high school. How~ 
icy status, the smallest of the communities were less eve.r, communities in low-vitality couqties were 
likely to have an elementary or high school than the more likely to have ~ervices for senior citizens than 
· midsized (500-2,499 resident~) and large (2,500 or com~unities in high-vitalitY counties, regardless of 
more residents) communities (see Table 1). Human community size .. · 
services for older inqividualS (i.e., senior centers, As mentioned, informants also'were asked to 
senior transportation, and Meals oil Wheels) were profile the types of_ housing in their communities. 
common in rural communit~es except for some of ) The housing types available were simihir according 
the smallest communities (499 or fewer residents). · • to community size, regardless of the community's 
Two thirds of the communities with more than location within a low- or high-vitality county (see ·-
500 resid~nts had at least one doctor, and all of Table 1). Very few of the communities had high-
the communities with 2,500 or more residents· had cost rental housing;.most had moderate- and low-
at least one doctor. Hospital services were a~ail- cost rental housing. Few~r small communities than 
able in three quarters of the communities with larger comml}nities had high-cost single-family 
2,500 or more residents, in only 8 of the 51 mid- homes, but almost all of the communities had mod-
sized communities (16%), and in a.one in the ,qate- and low-cost single-family.homes. However, 
smallest communities. Only 5 of the smallest com- very few of the smallest communities had special 
munities had at least one doctor (less than 10%). types of housing for older residents .. For example, 
Communities· in low-vitality counties were less none of the 56 smallest communities had nursing 
likely th'an communities in high-vitality couhties to homes; 5 (less than 10%) had assisted living units, ' ' 
. i 
Table I. Percentages of Communities With Selected Communicy ~ervices and Types of Housing, 
by Population and County Vitality 1 
LOW-VITALITY COUNTIES ! . HIGH-VITALITY COUNTIES 
MEASURE 
Community services (%) 
Elemeniary school 
Highschool " 
Church 
Senior center 
Senior 
~ransportation 
Meals on Wheels 
At least one doctor 
Hospital 
Housing types (%) 
High-cost rentals 
Moderate-cost 
rentals 
\Low-cost rentals 
Higli-cost single-
family homes 
Moderate-cost single-
family homes 
Low-cost single- ' 
family homes 
Nursing homes 
Assisted living units 
Housing for adults 
55+ years old 
91-499 
RESIDENTS 
(N = 28) 
32 
21 
100 
61 
71 
54 
11 
0 
0 
'75 
68 
21 
100 
93 
0 
14 
18 
500-2,499 
RESIDENTS 
(N =: 24) 
88 
88 
100 
80 
92 
92 
71 
17 
8 
96 
100 
71 
100 
100 
·50 
33 
54 
2,500+ 
RESIDENTS 
(N = 15) 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
100 
~00 
73 
13 
100 
100 
. 93 
100 
100 
100 
100 
60 
1 91-499 
;RESIDENTS 
(N = 28) 
54 
25 
93 
47 
61. 
46 
7 
0 
4 
54 
75 
32 
100 
96 
0 
3 
7 
500-2,499 2,500+ 
RESIDENTS RESIDENTS 
(N = 27) (N ='12) ·· 
93 
78 
100 
78 
82 
85 
63 
15 
)) 11 
100 
93 
93 
100 
96 
70 
30 
59 
100 
100 
100 
83 
100 
100 
100 
75 
33 
100 
wo 
100 
100 
100 
92 
7'5 
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arid 7 (12%) had retirement ho~sing restricted to 
residents 55 years of age or older. · 
The smallest communities ini low-vitality coun-
ties were about twice as likely to have senior hous-
ing options available as the smallest communities 
in high-vitality counties. Overall, however, the 
number of small communities with housing 
· options for,seniors was low. 
Regardless of whether the community was 
located in a high- or \ow-vitality county, similf¥ 
housing needs were identified. Asked what types 
of housing were needed, respondents offered a 
range of responses, including the following: 
·,. 
• Moderate single-family housing 
• Multifamily housing units for the low 
income; need more rental property overall 
• Could use more housing for th~ elderly, such 
as assisted living 
• _Good rental property, not renovation of old 
houses but duplexes or apartment buildings 
These comments underscore the need for housing 
that supports the variety of residents in a rural 
community. 
When asked why they thought their communi-
ties' housing needs were not being met, r:espondents 
acknowledged several factors, most frequently lack 
of financial resources, absence of human capital, and 
little incentive or pressure from the business com-
munity. Respondents recognized their communities' 
needs and were aware of barriers that prevented 
housing needs from being met. Examples of com-
ments regarding barriers included the following: 
• Cost of land too high for someone who 
wants to build. 
• There is no one to do it. 
• Nobody in the community has the money· to 
build, and there isn't any p~ace to build. 
• Only have one major ind~stry in town, there 
is no more industry coming in, people moving 
in for .the factory are not concerned about the 
village, there is no future in it, no economical 
gain to build a house here. 
• A change of attitude in the f=Ommunity was 
needed to makt;the increase happen; most 
people did not care wheth~r the town grew 
and prospered. 
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• Just not enough people seeing the, neea. 
\Haven't researched the help that w~uld ·b~ · ·· 
, available, .grants. 
Respondents were knowledgeable regarding ~ays 
in which housing had been obtained in. the past, 
including as the result of a natural disaster. 
RespondentS~~indicated that, to provide housing . 
options, thei.r communities had obtained assisted 
living grants for older individuals and grants for · 
refurbishing an old school into housing units. In 
addition, communities had had homes built by , 
Habitat for Humanity, had obtained Federal 
Housing Administration and Rural Housing Ser-
vice funds, and had used tax Increment finan~ing. 
Finally, in one comrhunity there was a mobile 
home park built originally as an emergency shelter 
by the Federal Emergency Management Agency. 
DISCUSSION AND APPLICATIONS 
A recognized need exists to address housing co~­
cerns in rural"communities (Dolbeare, 1999). 
Family and consumer sciences (FCS) professionals 
can help decision-makers understand the impor-
tance of adequate, affordable, and availaple hous-
' ing for young workers, growing families, and 
adults who want to continue to reside in their 
community into their older years. Provision of 
housing and services to meet individuals' and fam-
ilies' needs across the life span is critical to those 
who wish to remain in rural communities. 
·Decision-makers designing and implementing 
policies and programs to support hopsing and eco-
nomic development should involve many i£ldividu-
, als in pursuit of the community's goals. Residents 
need to know about available programs and under-
stand how to access the financial tools necessary to 
develop new housing units as well as rehabilitate 
and majntain existing housing stocks. Nonprofit 
and governmental agencies need to be creative and 
inclusive in reaching local leaders, including unpaid 
but interested community residents. Furthermore, 
technical assistance for rural programs may need to 
include information on developing and organizing 
local human and social capital. Community educa-
tors are w~ll-suited to deliver this type of outreach 
education in rural communities. 
Work at the localleveho influence community 
vitality and provision of appropriate housing are 
i' 
important. FCS professionals can be key partici-, 
pants in building capacity in their communities. 
They understand the iinportance of the hdusing 
and social services needed to el'lsure sustainable · 
rural communi~ies. As on'e of our study respon- ·, 
dents· stated, "If we don't keep younger families 
here in town, it's going to die out." · · 
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Building Extension Programs From This Res·earch 
Extension specialists involved in this project 
have used findings from the research in develop-
' ipg various programs. For example: 
• A community is working with the housing 
extension specialist and with faculty mem-
bers in a university gerontology department 
to identify the community's capacity to help 
elderly residents remain in the community 
and to attract others to retire there. The 
study's approach to gathering information 
about housing needs and human and social 
capital was replicated there to gather infor-
mation for the benefit of the community~and 
its residents. 
• Communi~y action staff, extension faculty, 
and ~ nonprofit organization are working 
with a community's leaders to build home-
ownership capacities of low- and moderate-
income families residing in four counties. 
The findings of the study have been shared ' 
with county leaders and have been helpful to 
their understanding'tHat the challenges they 
face are not unique. Concerns ~bout hpusing, 
1 
services, and changing demographics have 
; . 
helped to frame discussions so that the coun-
ties can work to better meet the housing 
needs of their residents. 
• A new outreach initiative is being led by 
extension specialists, resident faculty, and 
regional leaders to address community devel-
opment and physical improvement. In<rolving ' 
community residents and leaders in an assess-
ment of their community, the initiative is 
designed to identify specific projects that 
would improve the community. The commu-
nity team will identify resources required to 
complete the projects, implement the proj-
ects, and then evaluate the effects of the proj-
. ects on the .community's goals over time. 
• Project findings have been shared in the 
form of in-service training statewide for 
extension leaders in housing and community 
resource development and for rural agency 
personnel. Sharing the study results with 
local communities has provided a rationale 
and background information for programs 
· b~ing considered and an· understanding of 
how to evaluate housing issues. 
·~ ' 
I, 
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